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ATMOSPHERIC   KLKCTHICITY
We have already seen that, vegetable organisms obtain the chief part of the nitrogen in their tissues from ammonia produced in the atmosphere and carried into the earth by ruin. This substance can only be thus produced by the agency of electrical discharges, or lightning, which cause the combination of the hydrogen in the aqueous vapour with the free oxygen of the air. But. clouds an1 important agents in the accumulation of electricity in sufficient amount, to produce the violent discharges we know as lightning, and it is doubtful whether without them there would be any discharges through the atmosphere capable of decomposing the aqueous vapour in it. Not only are clouds beneficial in the production of rain, and also in moderating the intensity of continuous sun-heat, but they are also requisite for the formation of chemical compounds in vegetables which are of the highest importance to the whole animal kingdom. So far as we know, animal life could not. exist on the earth's surface without this source of nitrogen, and therefore without clouds and lightning; and these, we have just seen, depend primarily on a due proportion of dust in the atmosphere.
But this due proportion of dust is mainly supplied by volcanoes and deserts, and its distribution and constant presence in the air depend upon the density of the atmosphere, Thin again depends on two other factors: the force of gravity due to the mttKH of the planet, and the absolute quantity of the free gfiHes constituting the atmosphere.
We thus find that the vast, invisible ocean of air in which weous effects already described. very small, there is yet abundance of rain-clouds and of rain. This is due primarily to the two great natural sources of dust—the active volcanoes, %                               together with the deserts and more arid regions of the world;
